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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This paper proposes that the provision of online counselling services for 
young people accessed through their local school website has the potential to assist 
students with mental health issues as well as increasing their help seeking behaviours. 
It stems from the work of the authors who trialled an online counselling service within 
one Australian secondary school. In Australia, online counselling with the adult 
population is now an accepted part of the provision of mental health services. Online 
provision of mental health information for young people is also well accepted. 
However, online counselling for young people is provided by only a few community 
organisations such as Kids Help Line within Australia. School based counselling 
services which are integral to most secondary schools in Australia, seem slow to 
provide this service in spite of initial interest and enthusiasm by individual school 
counsellors. This discussion is the product of reflection on the potential benefits of 
this trial with a consideration of relevant research of the issues raised. It highlights the 
need for further research into the use of computer mediated communication in the 
provision of counselling within a school setting. 
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Introduction 
 
 
The increasing prevalence of mental health difficulties among young people is of 
major concern in Australian society (Sawyer et al., 2001). As many as one in five Australian 
children aged from 4 to 17 have significant mental health concerns (Zubrick, Silburn, Burton, 
Blair, & Zubrick, 2000). It is calculated that by the age of eighteen, 1 in 4 teenagers will have 
at least one major episode of depression (Kessler, Avenevoli, & Merikangas, 2001). The 
incidence of depression and anxiety amongst adolescents has profound consequences for their 
school performance, self esteem and relationships (Avenevoli, Knight, Kessler, & 
Merikangas, 2008; Woodward & Ferguson, 2001).  Further, many of these adolescents are 
reluctant to seek help, especially young men. Yet young Australian males have been shown to 
have poorer educational outcomes, more incarceration, illness and completed suicides than 
young women (Kids Help Line, 2003b; Sawyer et al., 2001).   
Australian governments have recognised the school as an appropriate place for 
delivering programs which promote mental health and consequently have implemented such 
initiatives as MindMatters and KidsMatter (Department of Health and Ageing, 2000a, 2000b). 
As well as a venue for providing preventative programs, the school is also seen as the front 
line for the identification and referral of students with major needs in the area of mental 
health to counselling services (Campbell, 2004). The western world generally accepts 
counselling interventions as a means of providing the support for those who are experiencing 
intrapersonal and interpersonal difficulties. It is now common place to find counselling 
services within most communities.  It is also increasingly common practice for counsellors to 
work in Australian schools, as it is logical to provide support at the place where most young 
people spend a great deal of time. School counsellors already play a significant role in 
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assisting students who seek help (Rickwood, 1995)  as after their general practitioner, school-
based counselling services are the most sought out option by Australian young people 
(Sawyer, Miller-Lewis, & Clark, 2007).  
Although there is acknowledgement that young people are at risk of developing 
mental health problems, it is just as concerning that many who do have such difficulties are 
reluctant to seek professional help. Just as there are gender differences in the incidence of 
mental health problems, so too there exists a gender imbalance in help-seeking behaviours. It 
has been established that boys are socialised to seek less help than girls (Rickwood, Deane, 
Wilson, & Ciarrochi, 2005).  A survey of young male callers to Kids Help Line, a national 
telephone and online counselling service for Australian youth, found that although nearly half 
(49%) wanted to discuss their emotional experiences, more often they were concerned that 
people would react negatively and they would be judged as crazy or uncool (Kids Help Line, 
2003b). Additionally, they were afraid of being seen as weak and therefore concerned about 
being teased (Glasheen, 1998). These realities highlight the need for schools to instigate 
strategies such as internet counselling that assist young people to seek help at this crucial 
time of their development (Birleson, Sawyer, & Storm, 2000). 
The internet and communication technologies play an ever increasing role in the 
social lives of young people in western societies at present. Young people treat the mobile 
phone as an essential necessity of life and often prefer to use synchronous chat such as 
Windows Live Messenger (MSN) to communicate with their friends (Campbell, 2005) as well 
as accessing social networking web sites such as MySpace, FaceBook and the Australian site 
Ozlounge (for same sex attracted youth). As technology and the internet are a familiar 
resource for young people, it is logical that they could seek assistance from this source. This 
has been shown by the increase in websites that provide therapeutic information for young 
people.  A number of ‘youth friendly’ websites have been developed in Australia such as 
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Reachout (http://reachout.com.au) and Sane Australia’s itsallright.org (http://itsallright.org) 
mental health site. The information presented often takes the form of Frequently Asked 
Questions, fact sheets and suggested links. Another form of using technology to assist in 
mental health problems is online counselling. For adults online counselling is available with  
the development of texts for practitioners (Kraus et al, 2004; Mallen, Vogel, Rochlen, & Day, 
2005).   Online counselling for adults has shown a rapid increase in Australia  (Gedge, 2002) 
however,  there are not as many online counselling services for young people.  
Some community based services provide online counselling which are open to young 
people, though these are often restricted to specific issues such as drug and alcohol use.  
CounsellingOnline (www.counsellingonline.org.au) is an Australian Government website 
where qualified drug and alcohol counsellors provide free online text based counselling. The 
Australian community based youth service, Kids Help Line, introduced email and web 
counselling to complement the telephone help line in 1999 and 2000 (Kids Help Line, 2003a). 
In the United Kingdom, E-motion (www.visyon.org.uk) and Kooth (www.kooth.com) 
provide online community counselling for youth (Hanley, 2004; 2007). In Singapore 
Metoyou (www.metoyou.org.sg) is an external counselling service which schools can 
subscribe to and make available to their students (Moulding, 2007). As young people have 
been shown to utilise these various, although limited online counselling services, there is a 
case for providing online counselling within the school setting by the resident school 
counsellor.    
Background 
One school-based online counselling initiative 
The difficulties faced by young people, the fact that many are reluctant to seek help  
the popularity  of technology  led the authors to trial a limited service of online counselling in 
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one Australian secondary school.  An earlier study had indicated that student perceptions of 
counselling often caused males to be reluctant to seek out the school counsellor for assistance 
(Glasheen, 1998). Accumulated counselling data in the school, also confirmed the fact that 
boys in particular were reluctant to self-refer.  Therefore, informal discussions were 
conducted with a group of male students to determine their views on using an online 
counselling facility through the school website.   The themes of attractiveness, privacy and 
relative anonymity were identified by the students. That is, these male students believed a 
chat facility needed to be visually attractive and suggested inclusion of comic figures.  
Further, the importance of chat room security providing privacy as well as users not being 
required to reveal their identity, giving them relative anonymity, were the main factors valued 
by this group of boys (Glasheen & Campbell, 2008).  Over a period of two years, which 
involved negotiations with computer technicians and school personnel, the ideas slowly 
crystallised into reality and the process became functional.  
By using software available through a systemic learning platform, a secure chat room 
was established through the school website.  Students were able to request an appointment 
through an email link on the website which prompted an automatic ‘duty of care’ response 
which included phone numbers and other directions for students experiencing an immediate 
crisis. Once the counsellor confirmed an appointment time, a unique logon and password was 
forwarded to the student as an email attachment.  The student could then ‘chat’ with the 
school counsellor at the appointed time in either a ‘text based’ or ‘speech bubble’ (comic chat) 
genre.   The choice of comic chat or text based interaction was up to the student based on 
their needs, interests and age. If students chose to use the comic chat, they would select their 
own avatar.  These avatars, which included a range of human and animal characters, were 
responsive to verbal cues.  For example, if a student typed the word ‘sad’ or ‘angry’, the 
facial expression of the character would be cued accordingly.  
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As the initiative was planned in response to need, and not as a formal research project, 
there is no systematic data in the traditional sense for this trial.  However, the following 
observations were noted. As the online service was utilised, it became obvious that in most 
cases, students followed up the online appointment with subsequent ‘face-to-face’ 
consultations with the counsellor.  The trial found that a diverse group of students use the 
online mode.  Students with disabilities appeared to be less inhibited online and possibly they 
were less self conscious of their impairments compared to face-to-face discussions with the 
counsellor.  This supports earlier research conducted with adults with disabilities who felt a 
freedom to use the computer tools without the difficulties usually experienced by people who 
usually had difficulty manipulating various physical materials (Collie et al., 2002). The 
service was used across all secondary school year levels (12-18 age group). Boys were the 
main users and some students found a combination of ‘face-to-face’ and online modes 
beneficial depending on the presenting issue at the time. The issues discussed online included 
family conflict, sexual orientation and interpersonal conflict.  These students also indicated 
some symptoms consistent with depression and anxiety which led to referrals to community 
agencies and general practitioners. The potential of developing mediation and conflict 
resolution processes was noted and the fact that hard or electronic copies of the counselling 
script could be used for reflection, analysis and record keeping, was considered useful. 
Students with more pressing issues and older students, tended to opt for the text-based genre. 
It was found that the students who chose to use avatars also enjoyed changing and ‘playing’ 
with the options.  This suggested to the authors the possibility of future research into the 
choice of avatars and how they may be a means of symbolic projection or a form of 
transference in the counselling process.  By posing questions to the young person about their 
selection of avatar, valuable insights may be gained into the young person’s immediate 
mental state or mood.  A study of how avatar selection can contribute to presenting a more 
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comprehensive impression of the client and possibly how it compensates for the lack of other 
visual cues could contribute to a more effective counselling process.  
Awareness of this online counselling initiative in a secondary school setting resulted 
in the authors being asked to address various professional groups. Individual counsellors 
sought further information about the initiative and a number of seminars and local workshops 
were arranged.  It was of interest to the authors that even though participants at these events 
showed great interest and enthusiasm, to date, there has been no uptake of online counselling 
in schools.  This lack of implementation by school counsellors has challenged the authors to 
consider the factors that inhibit the practice of online counselling within the school setting, 
and a review of the relevant research provides possible insights. 
 
Why could there be a reluctance to use technology in school counselling? 
Counsellor competencies  
There are many school counsellors who are reluctant to fully engage with the new 
technology. Owen and Weikel (1999) found school counsellors were only moderately 
confident in their use of computers with some authors speculating that the personality types 
who are attracted to school counselling are wary of technology (Myrick & Sabella, 1995). 
They describe themselves as ‘people people’ or ‘not technically minded.’ Othman (2000) in 
an exploratory study indicated that school counsellors were unready and unprepared to use 
the Internet to conduct online counselling sessions. Another difficulty could be the issue of a 
perceived lack of control by counsellors in the therapeutic relationship conducted online. As 
Wright (2002) argues, this is because online work subverts traditional power relationships 
between counsellors and clients. School counsellors might be even more susceptible to the 
loss of this traditional power relationship than others because of the additional adult-child 
relationship already existing within the therapeutic relationship and the school.  
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Another major difficulty that faces school counsellors at the moment is the lack of 
training in counselling with the new technologies. This applies both to the courses of 
preparation for school counsellors as well as professional development for practicing school 
counsellors.  Often counsellors are concerned (as are some clients) that the lack of nonverbal 
messages will hinder the counselling therapeutic process and will fundamentally undermine 
the achievement of an effective counselling relationship. The absence of voice tone, body 
language, expression and eye contact seem fundamental to the practice of traditional 
counselling.  Counsellors at Kids Help Line found that apart from the many advantages of the 
online mode, the lack of emotional cues did make it difficult to ascertain the severity of the 
young person’s emotional state and there was a need for strategies to overcome this difficulty 
(Bambling, King, Reid, & Wegner, 2008). Courses in the development of skills particular to a 
process that lacks visual and auditory communication cues, would need to be readily 
available to ensure effective therapeutic relationships are developed. The importance of such 
professional development was highlighted in the recommendations for youth online services 
in the United Kingdom (Hanley, 2006).  
Ethical issues 
Another concern for school counsellors is ethical issues; that is, will the students be 
properly cared for when engaging in online counselling? There are concerns about 
confidentiality, is it safe to talk? Email can be intercepted and unless the website is secure, 
confidentiality cannot be ensured. However, messages can either be encrypted or password 
protected. Furthermore, it is very easy for the client to terminate counselling. However, this is 
a similar problem to phone counselling which could also be overcome by asking the student 
for a phone number, or an address for an emergency. Additionally, because the client can 
choose to be anonymous, there can be issues with informed consent if the client is a minor. 
There are however, professional associations which publish ethical guidelines for 
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practitioners wishing to use online counselling, such as the American Psychological 
Association (2003) and the Australian Psychological Society (1999).  Guidelines specifically 
designed for online practice have also been published by the British Association for 
Counselling and Psychotherapy (Anthony & Jamieson, 2005).  
In some ways, ethical issues do not change with different mediums. However, as 
information and communication technology continues to change, ethical guidelines need to 
keep pace and be constantly updated. In particular, these guidelines need to specifically 
address the counselling of young people online, and promote the specialised skills required 
by practitioners when working with minors and vulnerable young people.  
Legal issues  
A further concern for school counsellors is ‘what if something goes wrong?’ As 
members of a school community, school counsellors have a duty of care to the students. In an 
emergency situation, contact may need to be made with police or ambulance or a child 
welfare agency. However, it may not be possible to assist an anonymous client in locating 
support services (Robson, 2000). For Kids Help Line in 2002 there were 6% of calls where 
help could not be given either because of the client terminating or that there was no 
appropriate service available in their area (Kids Help Line, 2003b). This needs to be weighed 
against the potential likelihood of the client not accessing help at all. 
Lack of evidence that online counselling is effective 
To date the research on the effectiveness of online counselling is limited in scope and 
breadth. Research with online counselling and adolescents is even scarcer, while online 
counselling by school counsellors is almost non-existent. Some researchers contend that as 
online relationships are different from face-to-face counselling relationships, no better or no 
worse, then comparing them is misguided (Anthony, 2000). However, research at least 
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confirming that online counselling does no harm is needed. This can be reliably studied by 
comparing the results of the same type of program or counselling conducted in both media.  
Some research comparing the effectiveness of online with face-to-face counselling 
has shown no difference in effectiveness between the modalities. For example, Cohen and 
Kerr (1998) compared the impact of computer assisted and face-to-face techniques on client’s 
level of anxiety and attitudes towards counselling and found no significant difference. King, 
Bambling, Reid, and Thomas (2006) have been tracking the effectiveness of the Kids Help 
Line counselling services and found that online counselling had less session impact and 
alliances than telephone counselling.  However, this work indicated that online counselling 
has distinct advantages for some clients, and the factors that contribute to its effectiveness 
need further research.  
Potential benefits of online counselling 
There are instances where school counsellors embrace new technology, such as those 
who participated in innovative email supervision of their counselling (McMahon, 2002). 
Others have participated in email discussion groups (Rust, 1995), and use the Internet for 
resources for students for providing information, especially career information and analysing 
assessments (Guillot-Miller & Partin, 2003). School counsellors also are using the Internet 
for their own information, for professional development accessing websites, online journals 
and newsletters (Myrick & Sabella, 1995). In addition, some school counsellors are using the 
Internet to communicate effectively with diverse and troubled students (Guanipa, 2001). 
Zimmerman (1987) investigated the differences between computer-mediated and face-to-face 
interactions among emotionally disturbed adolescents. He found that computer-mediated 
communication was more expressive of feelings and made more frequent mention of 
interpersonal issues. 
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The online counselling mode 
Research is developing on how to overcome the perceived inadequacies of the online 
modality such lack of emotional cues in text-based messages and promote the advantages. 
There are conventions which people use in text-based messages outside of therapy such as the 
size of the font, capitals for emphasis or SHOUTING, emoticons, semi-pictorial symbols for 
specific emotions, reactions or facial expressions, acronyms, changes in fonts and other 
techniques specific to online communication help increase understanding (Wright, 2002). 
Moreover, Kids Help Line has developed interactive visual tools to enhance their online 
counselling service (KHL, 2003c). These tools, developed in conjunction with Queensland 
University of Technology’s Creative Industries Faculty, provide more ways for young people 
to express themselves by showing their emotions rather than limiting their exchanges to 
describing their feelings in words. A counsellor can present to the client a set of icons or 
‘emoticons’ (coloured jewels) representing the most common emotions and a sliding scale 
from 1 to 10 to rate the intensity or frequency of their feelings. This gives added emotional 
expression to facilitate greater understanding similar to Murphy and Mitchell’s (1998) 
emotional bracketing.  
In addition, an audio graphic telecommunication system that supports counselling by 
speech and sharable computer drawings which can be used with standard home computers is 
being developed with adults (Collie, Cubranic, & Long, 2002). The system supports five 
tasks of speaking within the group, drawing, passing drawings, maintaining awareness of 
other group members’ activities and showing drawings to the other group members. The 
authors suggest that adolescents who might be averse to face-to-face counselling are 
candidates for this mode of counselling delivery. The possible implications for working with 
students with disabilities were also highlighted by Collie’s work.  
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Though there is a lack of research into the effectiveness of online counselling, adult 
clients have accepted and adopted this mode of psychological support. These services are 
limited to ‘fee for service’ private practices targeted at adult clients, or are community based 
health and drug related agencies. Much of the research of online counselling has been with 
university or college students. A study which investigated students’ perceptions of online 
counselling in an American suburban church school by Lunt (2004) found that almost 50% of 
students would like the opportunity to access a counsellor from their home and also almost 
40% were comfortable giving information about themselves in their home setting, however 
fewer than 10% were prepared to contact an online counsellor.  Apart from this study which 
included student perceptions of online counselling, there appears to be a lack of research 
specifically into online counselling within schools.  
Online counselling in schools 
The provision of counselling within schools, gives students immediate access to a 
counsellor, who is usually known to them.  This provision means that young people are not 
reliant on their parents to arrange and pay for professional counselling within the community. 
The ability of the adolescent to seek help without a parent’s consent is appreciated in 
secondary schools. Even though most Australian schools have access to a school based 
counsellor there are many students who do not make use of this service.   
A barrier to help-seeking behaviour in school situations could be the lack of 
anonymity for students in accessing the school counsellor, sometimes caused by the placing 
of the counsellor’s room in the administration block. In addition, students need to be excused 
from classes to see the counsellor. Online counselling has the advantage of more flexibility. 
Instead of students missing classes, they can access the school counsellor at other times. The 
availability of an online counselling service within the school setting would give the young 
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person more privacy and since no one is aware of the student accessing the school counsellor, 
it has the potential to reduce stigmatism from others.  Online interactions by their nature are 
also more balanced in the power relationship between counsellor and client rather that the 
counsellor being deemed to be in charge of the session when conducted face-to-face. The 
client has more control online and there is a levelling of power differences between 
counsellor and client (Murphy & Mitchell, 1998). This is closely allied with the privacy 
online counselling affords, especially to boys who feel they might not be able to contain their 
emotions and embarrass themselves face-to-face and are able, through an online counselling 
consultation, to stay relatively ‘one-step-removed’ from the counsellor. Using computers may 
be particularly empowering for people who feel intimidated initially and adolescents who are 
familiar with technology and are averse to face-to-face counselling could benefit by cyber 
counselling (Collie et al., 2002). 
This relative anonymity of the client is one of the main benefits that has been claimed 
for online counselling. There are some research studies which address how the anonymity of 
Internet communications affects the quality of relationships formed online (Lea & Spears, 
1995). Anonymity may make communication through the Internet easier for young people 
who are socially awkward but nonetheless eager to connect to others (Wolak, Mitchell, & 
Finkelhor, 2002). Kids Help Line (2003d) reported that many young people say they would 
never have sought help if online counselling was not available. Further, it has been reported 
that the issues that they discuss on line are more severe and complex. The young people 
reported that deeply personal issues and difficult and sensitive topics are easier to write than 
talk about (Kids Help Line, 2003c). Compared to those who used the Kids Help Line 
telephone service,  those who accessed online counselling were three times more likely in 
2002, to seek help for eating behaviours, mental health, suicide ideation, emotional and 
behaviour management, sexual assault and self image. This could be explained by Huang and 
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Alessi’s (1996) finding that relationships formed on line seem to be less inhibited, leading to 
faster intimate disclosures and frank, authentic responses. The benefits of technology for 
young people in particular have been identified as a way of overcoming their ‘shyness’ and 
‘paranoia’ of meeting a therapist (Moulding, 2007; Nicholas, 2004) 
 Additionally, the ‘disinhibition effect’ of online communication creates the potential 
for students to be more open with the counsellor than in a ‘face-to-face’ situation (Suler, 2003) 
Furthermore, both parties are able to make a record of the transaction and the student has 
more time to consider comments in what has been termed the ‘zone of reflection’ and can re-
read the counsellor’s comment before responding to prompts and questions. Online 
counselling also means that there is a permanent record of the sessions.  
National helping agencies in Australia have limitations.  Kids Help Line cannot 
provide online services to all the young people who are currently trying to access them (Kids 
Help Line, 2003d). Feedback from online clients, while acknowledging their satisfaction with 
the quality of the counselling, are dissatisfied with the accessibility to the services and the 
delays in response. School counsellors could meet some of this demand. Furthermore, from a 
school perspective the advantage over a national helpline is that the counsellor is able to offer 
face-to-face counselling if trust is built over time. As Sampson and Kolodinsky (1997) 
suggest, after becoming more secure in the counselling relationship the client may be willing 
to meet in person. Adolescents already meet in person with each other after chatting online, 
especially if the new friend lives in the vicinity (Wolak et al., 2002). Further, the school 
counsellor, being in the same area as the student, can offer further help and support by 
knowing and accessing local services within the student’s own community, which is difficult 
through a national helpline. Cooper (2006) in his evaluation of Scottish counselling services 
has highlighted the preference of students for counsellors to be school based.  
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However, online counselling has to be used appropriately. As Harun, Sainudin & 
Hamzah (2001) found in their study, while 52% of students from a private Malaysian college 
were willing to participate in e-counselling sessions, 42% were unsure, with the remainder 
totally rejecting the idea. One 17 year-old student commented to the school counsellor that 
email contact was OK but he felt that face-to-face was also required for a ‘real’ relationship 
(Campbell & Gardner, 2003).  
As the relevant research suggests, online counselling services in schools may provide 
an alternative pathway to appropriate professional help for students. Therefore, its 
implementation deserves consideration by school counsellors. However, training needs to be 
available based current research findings as well as ongoing research relevant to practitioners 
in the school is necessary. The challenge for professional school counsellors is how to utilise 
this exciting and dynamic resource. 
 
Conclusion 
Online counselling could be a valuable tool for the school-based counsellor in 
assisting young people to seek appropriate professional mental health care.  It has become an 
accepted psychological intervention with the adult population and as young people turn 
increasingly to the Internet and online services for information and assistance, it is logical 
that this form of counselling needs to exist within the school domain.  As school counsellors 
often identify students at risk, they are well placed to know the local factors and the networks 
operating in the young person’s local environment.  Students are usually aware of the school 
counsellor, and being able to communicate with this person online allows them to safeguard 
their identity, privacy and sense of control yet knowing who the counsellor is. This is 
particularly important for boys who seek counselling.  The implementation of such a school 
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based service by the authors indicated the potential of online counselling in a school setting.  
The many concerns often posed by those wary of such initiatives were not evident in this 
small trail and further research into its use in schools would provide valuable information for 
those practitioners wishing to utilise this form of computer mediated communication in the 
counselling process in schools. 
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